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: Portrait: Joseph Pelej

A PORTRAIT: JOSEPH PELEJ
A Management Services Staff Article

"We used to consider our
selves wild-eyed prophets
when we would say that someday,
because of their unique situation in
the auditing of corporations, CPAs
and accounting firms would be
come one of the most influential
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advisors in general management
and that management services
would come to play a major role
in the public accounting profes
sion ”
The speaker is Joseph Pelej, re
tired partner of Price Waterhouse

& Co. and “founder” and for many
years in charge of that firm’s Man
agement Advisory Services De
partment. Joseph Pelej established
the first “formal” management ad
visory services department in that
some 25 years ago.
49

1

“Actually,” he says, “manage
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to the accounts receivable depart
and tax practices of almost all ac
ment, where he first heard about
counting firms. Unquestionably all
CPAs and that CPAs might per
the significant CPA organizations
haps eventually earn as much as

and practitioners were in the ‘old
$100 a week. He took a corres
days’ called on from time to time
pondence course, met some actual
by their clients for help and ad
auditors, and, spurred by this vis
vice, not only in financial areas but
ion of untold riches, he quit his job
also in areas of planning and con
to find an accounting firm that
would hire him.
trol and then increasingly in mat
ters of management and adminis
tration generally.

A few months’ work

Origins of management services
“When I first came on the scene,
though, in the early 1920s, the
management services concept as
we know it today and the so-called
Recruiting was no problem to
‘business approach’ to auditing
accounting firms in those
had not been explicitly formulated.
It seems to me that this approach
days. Serving clients whose
and the consequent full-scale entry
needs for accounting services
into management services by CPAs
did not really begin until the up
were mainly cresting at the
 heaval of World War II. This at
least was my own experience.”
end of the year, most firms

hired staff on a journeyman
basis, using these men for the

few months they needed
them, then letting them go

until the next pressing

period arose . . .

Born in Vienna
Pelej came to this country in
1923 from Vienna, where he was
born. He had a degree from the
University of Vienna’s College of
International Commerce and had
served in the Austrian Army as a
second lieutenant in World War I.
Not surprisingly, in the U.S. in Chi
cago, where he had settled, job
offers for a young foreigner were
not too plentiful in those days. One
day, passing the entrance to the
building of a company near the
Loop, he noticed a sign which in
dicated that the company was en
gaged in import-export operations.
With his background abroad, Pelej
thought, “This must be for me.” The
company turned out to be a man
ufacturer of shirts and underwear;
and, happy to accept a job at
$20.00 a week, Pelej began his
career unloading stock from the
company’s factory trucks and keep
ing stock records. Later, his super
visor, impressed with the accuracy
and neatness with which the young
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Recruiting was no problem to ac
counting firms in those days. On
the contrary. Serving clients whose
needs for accounting services were
mainly cresting at the end of the
year, most firms hired staff on a
journeyman basis, using these men
for the few months they needed
them, then letting them go until
the next pressing period arose.
Pelej hit the firms at the wrong
time. When he reached the Price
Waterhouse offices in Chicago (he
had been applying to firms in an
alphabetical order), he was lucky
enough to gain access to Harold
Dold, the office manager, and,
learning that Price Waterhouse had
many foreign clients, he stressed
his background and facility in a
number of languages. Dold agreed
to hire him, but added the custo
mary warning that he would prob
ably be let go in a few months
when the slack season came.
He left thirty-five years later as
a partner.

Expansion during war
“The story of the rise of man
agement services in the accounting
profession,” Pelej says, “really be
gins with World War II, although
a number of accounting firms had
become actively interested in the
possibilities in this area long be
fore. However, the tremendous
demands made on industry in con
verting to war production, expand
ing, and meeting incredible sched
ules, shook our economy to its
foundations, and industry needed
all the management help available
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from wherever it could get it. We
in the accounting profession were
plunged into these problems.”
One of Pelej’s major assignments
during the war years was to see
what was wrong with a manufac
turer of ammunition. There was
one important difficulty in its oper
ations—it wasn’t producing ammu
nition in quantities sufficient to sat
isfy its contract requirements with
the Government. The chaos—not
uncommon in these drastic change
overs—was appalling. “However,
with the admirable support of our
client’s management,” Pelej recalls,
“we straightened out the organiza
tion and operations so that the am
munition was rolling off the pro
duction lines in highly satisfactory
quality and quantity. To my knowl
edge, one of my assistants and I
were the only professional account
ants—the award was usually re
stricted to actual production work
ers—to receive, at management’s
insistence, the Army-Navy E Award
pins. Most accounting firms were
brought into this kind of manage
ment assistance to help clients dur
ing the war. And just as the war
changed and enlarged manage
ment’s views of its role and
pos
sibilities, so these demands changed
our profession’s view to the need
to serve management more broadly.

Growth of systems group
“Today, of course, management
advisory services form a vital and
growing segment of our practice. I
was delegated to organize what
was first known as a Systems De
partment at Price Waterhouse in
1946 with a small initial group re
cruited from the accounting staff.
This department is now known as
the Management Advisory Services
Department, the counterpart
such groups in other accounting
firms, and today it has hundreds of
generalists and specialists in such
areas as general and financial man
agement, industrial engineering,
marketing, electronic data process
ing, personnel and executive re
cruitment, and many others.”
Joseph Pelej as a CPA has been
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Joseph Pelej,
at his home.

a pioneer in this field. He was
the first chairman of the committee
on electronic accounting of the
AICPA. He served as a delegate
to the 7th International Accounting
Congress in Amsterdam, where he
delivered an address on “Budget
ing and the Corresponding Mod
ernization of Accounting.” Through
out his career, Pelej was in great
demand as a speaker on profes
sional subjects, and copies of his
speeches and articles have ap
peared in a number of professional
publications. He has been one
those who throughout his career
has championed the broad business
approach to auditing and the role
of the CPA as a business advisor.
Mr. Pelej retired from Price
Waterhouse in 1960. He has re
mained active in civic affairs and
has intensified his lifelong interest
in music, an interest that goes back
to his youth in Vienna, where at
16 he organized a small chamber
music ensemble, which he con
ducted. His favorite pastimes were
piano duets with his late brother
and playing the viola in a string
quartet. He was on the list of sub
stitutes for members of the Vienna
Symphony Orchestra. Today, Jo

seph Pelej owns a valuable and ex
tensive collection of sheet music,
including string quartets, piano
quartets, and four-hand piano ar
rangements of practically all the
symphonies and concertos of the
great masters from Haydn to Mah
ler. Mr. Pelej has represented his
home township on the Child Guid
ance Clinic of the Oranges, Maple
wood, and Millburn and on the
Municipality Advisory Board to the
Essex County Youth and Rehabili
tation Board. He is also the first
chairman of the Lay Board
Trustees of Delbarton School, a
college preparatory school for boys
in Morristown, New Jersey, founder
of the Choral Society, and a lector,
or reader, in his church.

Sees growing future
“Having been in at the beginning
of the rise of management services
in our field,” Joseph Pelej con
cluded, “I think I have had some
of the headaches but also a good
share of the excitement and satis
faction of helping further the rise
of our CPA profession in an area
that is becoming more and more
a significant part of its future.”
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